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Evolution of Public Policies 
Related to the Cattle and Dairy 
Sector in Colombia 
Tension between tradition and modernity
Livestock policies have 
undergone a slow and 
progressive transformation: 
from reforms within 
institutions to technical and 
specific regulations in every 
link of the value chains.
This situation may be 
explained by a number 
of conditions laid down 
by the market as well as 
the slow but increasing 
capacity of the State to 
control agricultural and 
livestock activities.
Consistent with global 
trends, livestock policies 
have focused on 
improving productivity 
and competitiveness, 
taking into account the 
increasing demands 
and preferences of 
consumers.
The continuous process of institutional 
and economic adjustments brought 
along strong tensions upon facing the 
values and behaviors of a traditional 
agrarian society. The integration of 
traceability, food safety, health, and 
sustainability criteria is seen as complex 
when applied to a physical and social 
structure with major deficits and 
limitations.
KEY MESSAGES
The opening process in agricultural and livestock activities 
has generated changes in the production structure that are 
expressed in the way stakeholders interact, many of whom 
have been strategically articulated in a chain that generates 
synergies among links, making agricultural and livestock 
activities more competitive and efficient. For the cattle and 
dairy sector, the modernization process has been characterized 
by the situations arising between policies and the target 
population of the intervention. The dynamics observed allows 
to establish three periods showing a path of adjustments, 
crises, and answers offering a prospect of continuous search 
for increases in productivity and competitiveness to enable 
the country to reach international meat and milk markets.
National related regulations have undergone different 
transformations. However, the new generation of policies 
does not mean old regulations should be abolished – quite the 
opposite. The feature that has stifled them is the very same that 
has allowed them to survive: being broader in nature than their 
predecessors, they are more applicable in cases where new – 
more specific – regulations do not take action. In this sense, the 
new regulations have been reinforced. The following section lays 
out the most significant elements of the aforementioned periods.
INTRODUCTION
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1979–1990(1)
The search for modernization
within a traditional system
The legislation during this period was of a more structural 
nature. However, Chapter V of Law 9 of 1979 and Decree 
2278 of 1982, which regulates that chapter, stand out. These 
regulations provide the foundation to forge technical criteria 
in cattle and dairy production. They refer to the original 
forerunner for health and quality standards for products in the 
stage of transport and slaughter. While these measures have 
been repealed, their premises have been pursued further in 
the new generation of regulations, as well as in the addition of 
new elements.
Nevertheless, agricultural and livestock policies are not 
intended to transform the production system, but rather to 
take small steps towards openness. In practice, however, such 
measures would replicate the protectionism taking place back 
in the old days. During this period, the common denominator 
for policies was the acquisition of land and the creation of 
funds to protect rural inhabitants.
For instance, Law 35 of 1982 authorized the Colombian Institute 
for the Agrarian Reform (INCORA) to acquire land at a price 
lower than the commercial value, but completing the payment 
over a shorter period. Law 30 of 19881 favored INCORA by 
assigning it the implementation of different programs with 
public entities. This is why this period recorded the most 
dynamic acquisition of land as procurement arrangements 
of this institution. However, many of the transactions are 
explained by incentives that could be accessed by public 
officials and landowners to sell unproductive lands.
Likewise, to replace the Tax Credit Certificate (CAT), Law 48 of 
1983 created a Tax Reimbursement Certificate (CERT), which 
attempted to stimulate exports through the refund, in whole 
or in part, of direct taxes incurred by stakeholders involved in 
the export process.
This is how the gigantism affecting the institutions in 
charge of controlling and promoting the agricultural and 
livestock production sector became evident. The continuous 
assignment of tasks under constant budgets started showing 
the first signs of institutional crises, as many processes related 
to the regulation and advocacy for agricultural and livestock 
activities slowed down in different regions of the country.
1990(2)–2002
The opening of an agrarian society 
towards competitiveness – the 
institutional engineering processes, 
the crises, and the beginning of the 
fight against bovine diseases
The agricultural and livestock sector enters a period 
of structural reforms directed towards improving 
productivity through an open and competitive model.2 
This is the start of the deregulation of subsidies to 
exports, controls to imports, and the modifications on 
support prices.
Protectionist institutions and programs are also 
eliminated, such is the case of the Institute for 
Agriculture and Livestock Marketing (IDEMA) and CERT, 
and the promotion of price stabilization funds for export 
products is launched. For instance, Law 89 of 1993 
creates the National Cattle Fund (FNG) with the purpose 
of supporting the cattle, beef, and milk export processes, 
among others.
Previously, the funding systems for the sector are re-
organized by Law 16 of 1990, which creates the National 
Agricultural Credit Commission (CNCA) and the National 
Agricultural Credit System (SNCA). CNCA is integrated by 
banks, livestock funds, and other institutions in charge 
of financing the agricultural and livestock production 
sector, and it would have the mission of managing the 
Fund for the Financing of the Agriculture and Livestock 
Sector (Finagro), such as SNCA.
But contrary to the intended reforming purpose, the 
agricultural and livestock production sector entered a 
deep productivity crisis. The reduction of direct support 
for producers prompted significant increases in the 
prices of agricultural inputs, a deterioration in the trade 
balance, and an increase in rural unemployment.
1  Repealed by Law 160 of 1994.
2 Perry (2000) identified three moments in the legislation for this period: from the 
second half of 1990 to the end of 1992, the reform process starts (trade liberalization 
and economic deregulation); between 1993 and 1995, the stage of formulating a 
new sectoral policy or a second generation of reforms; and from 1995 to 1998, the 
implementation of the policies designed took place, but it halted the process of 
innovation in the formulation of agricultural policies.
Colombian Eastern Plains (CIAT/Neil Palmer).
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2003 – Present
The tension among the needs of the 
development of capital, the limited 
capacity of stakeholders, and the 
constraints of the institutional 
infrastructure
Law 811 of 2003 marks a turning point in the interpretation of 
the legislation for agricultural and livestock activities: creating 
organizations in a chain structure launches a period to create 
targeted policies for each link.
For cattle and dairy production, an asymmetric process is 
observed (Figure 1), understood as an attempted assurance of 
variables, such as traceability, food safety, animal welfare, and 
sustainability. By tightly regulating priority links, such as the 
primary producer, the processing plant, and export of both 
live animals and meat products, it is possible to ensure and 
replicate the technical processes on the basis of a lower use of 
resources – monetary, logistic, time, etc.
Such transformations have presented attenuating 
circumstances due to the stiffness of the proposed postulates. 
While the situation described is a result of the compendium 
of regulations developed in this period, Decrees 616 of 
2006 and 1500 of 2007 particularly stand out by their cross-
cutting nature regarding the production processes of milk 
and beef, respectively, and by setting the sanitary and safety 
requirements these food products must meet. 
Although those regulations are understood as a clear initiative 
to root out the informality affecting value chains and thus 
contribute to mainstreaming cattle and dairy activities into 
international trade, the effect of such policies turned out to 
be the very opposite: in the face of the stiffness of postulates, 
the different stakeholders within the chain were hindered 
from achieving full compliance in the timeframes established, 
which caused the constant postponement of the regulations. 
The dialogue of these policies with the target population of the 
intervention is described below.
Firstly, there is the legislation targeted at articulating the 
cattle and dairy activities within the guidelines of world trade. 
Secondly, there is evidence that the process is influenced by 
the current situation as a consequence of such approaches: the 
most efficient stakeholders strive to comply with regulations, 
while those with a lower capacity to respond are configured 
as advocacy groups to postpone the regulations, matching the 
pace of their purchasing power.
At this point, there is an influence of external and subjective factors, 
such as the dissemination of regulations and the apathy towards 
undertaking such process. While the tension arising from the 
new regulations is evident in every stakeholder across the chain, 
processing plants are foreshadowed as the most affected link. 
On the other hand, the institutional engineering processes 
were justified by the presence of multiple factors: in addition to 
the systematic accumulation of duties in institutions, the needs 
of an increasingly dynamic market required the institutions to 
regulate with a higher degree of specialization and to broaden 
their scope. This is how the Colombian Agricultural Institute 
(ICA) was split and the National Institute of Drug and Food 
Surveillance (INVIMA) was created.
In the first case, the first stone was laid with Decree 2141 of 
1992: henceforth, ICA would be in charge of overseeing inputs, 
sanitary control, and registrations of new products, while 
from 1994 onward, the new Colombian Agricultural Research 
Corporation – currently AGROSAVIA, formerly CORPOICA – 
would be in charge of research activities.
It is important to mention that this is an institution of a mixed 
nature and is governed by private law. Therefore, it was not 
created through a regulation, but through a public-private 
partnership within the framework of science and technology.
On the other hand, the creation of INVIMA was achieved 
through trade integration: the country signed its entry into 
the World Trade Organization and incorporated multilateral 
agreements into its legal framework, in particular, the 
Agreement on Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures (AMSF). 
This is how Article 245 of Law 100 of 1993 creates INVIMA, 
an institution responsible for inspecting and monitoring 
production and food, including processing plants, collection 
centers, and milk processing plants, as well as the transport 
of these products.
Now, regarding diseases, the legislation is mainly focused 
on foot-and-mouth disease, as well as bovine tuberculosis 
and brucellosis. Law 395 of 1997 launches the fight against 
bovine diseases in the form of public policies by declaring 
the eradication of foot-and-mouth disease from Colombian 
territory as a matter of national interest. From that year 
onwards, there have been a number of provisions – similar 
in their contents – oriented towards the control of diseases in 
plots, announcing vaccination periods carried out by ICA, and 
declaring disease-free territories.
As work progressed, the regulations were transformed: 
resolutions now were limited to declaring disease-free 
territories, differentiating the areas with vaccination from 
those that had not been intervened. Finally, provisions were 
limited to issuing guidelines to properly provide protection 
and prevention to the areas that were progressively declared 
as disease-free territories. In 2009, the whole country is 
declared as a foot-and-mouth disease-free territory. This 
qualification has been fluctuating over the last years, as 
a result of cattle trafficking coming from the border with 
Venezuela, the country through which foot-and-mouth 
disease was first introduced in 1950.
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Figure 1. Trends of the legislation for the beef value chain.
Figure 2. Postponement of Decree 1500 of 2007.
DECREE
1500 OF 2007
Decree 559 of 2008 (Repealed)
Decree 3961 of 2011
Decree 2965 of 2008
Decree 917 of 2012
Decree 2380 of 2009
Decree 2270 of 2012
Decree 4131 of 2009
Decree 4974 of 2009
Decree 1500 is more rigorous with this link, as it is a key link in 
the beef transformation process and consequently in exporting 
these products, a situation at odds with the failure to comply 
with the health, environmental, and safety standards in those 
facilities. Therefore, the aforementioned regulation strives to 
correct the deficiencies observed.
But closing the processing plants in different regions of the 
country brought a number of problems. In addition to the 
clear increase in rural unemployment, food security was 
undermined: the rural population received fewer incentives 
for getting involved in cattle and dairy activities, which ended 
up affecting production in the municipalities. Furthermore, 
closing the processing plants caused meat-product distribution 
problems, particularly in the municipalities where processing 
plants were closed.
Likewise, it caused the spread of illegal, clandestine processing 
facilities on farms or in houses, which in turn acted as an 
incentive to cattle rustling: since there were no traceability 
controls in the illegal slaughtering plots, delinquents found an 
opportunity to make a profit out of it.
Thus, the last stage comes about as a result of that process: 
the response from institutions. The foregoing is materialized 
in the successive postponement of regulations (Figure 2), 
which stipulate conditions that would enable a better and 
gradual implementation of the established mandates by 
the cattle and dairy sector. One of such measures is the 
reclassification of processing plants, which now fall into one 
of two categories: those for national production and those for 
on-farm consumption.
According to Decree 2270 of 2012, Decree 1500 would come 
into force on 6 August 2016, the date in which Decree 1282 is 
issued. The latter proposes a temporary sanitary authorization 
for processing plants that are currently undergoing the 
process of implementing Decree 1500. This would provide a 
mechanism for stakeholders to comply with the criteria set 
out, while avoiding failures in the production and distribution 
of meat products in different regions of the country. Such 
regulation is thus understood as a new postponement, 
but only for those processing plants that have previously 
undertaken efforts to comply with the regulation.
That said, this continuous postponement generated new 
situations: the processing plants that undertook efforts to 
comply with the guidelines in the timeframes established 
did not collect any benefit from such efforts; on the contrary, 
they had to face the payment of considerable debts, given the 
leverage processes carried out to comply with the regulations. 
The sector’s competitiveness was undermined, as the most 
efficient actors did not receive the comparative advantages of 
undertaking the process in an effective way.
Finally, Law 1944 of 2018 increased the penalties for cattle 
rustling and created the tools to effectively fight such practice. 
Thus, it is expected that as stakeholders implement the new 
regulations, there will be less incentives to continue acting 
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PUBLIC POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Implementing rigid reforms on a production structure where physical and human 
capital are unevenly distributed has implications on the cattle and dairy production and 
the livelihoods of the most vulnerable rural population. Policies targeting an increased 
competitiveness in sectors facing serious technological and economic deficits require 
a more gradual, cautious, and supportive approach.
Specific policies for sustainability and animal welfare are strongly recommended to 
reach the most competitive markets, as their entry standards take into account the 
preferences of consumers who increasingly demand these criteria to be included in 
their products. It is recognized that there are provisions addressing those issues and 
that they show a growing trend, but currently too little emphasis has been placed on 
them. 
It is advisable to adopt different incentive schemes in the short and medium term. 
Some of these may provide the reorientation of credits towards the adoption of 
alternative technologies contributing to improve animal productivity, as well as quality 
and sustainability of the products. Likewise, the design and application of strategies 
including payments for ecosystem services from adopting silvo-pastoral systems and 
creating subsidies to differentiate products are an important step towards enhancing 
the sector’s competitiveness.
Having a consistent and widely disseminated set of regulations is an important resource 
to help to enforce them. In terms of food safety and sanitary requirements, the 
legislation for cattle and dairy activities has been optimized to international standards 
and is consistent with its objective. However, the multiplicity of rules and regulations 
shows a high degree of dispersion, which leads to confusion and uncertainty in the 
groups targeted by those policies.
Research shows that the country’s weakness is evident not only in the problems 
stakeholders are facing to comply with the regulations, but also in the institutional 
capacity to enforce them, since the duplication of responsibilities and poor 
coordination led to losses of significant resources. Setting up communication channels 
between departmental and municipal secretariats and control institutions, such as ICA 
and INVIMA, may facilitate the process of implementing new regulations, as well as 
improving the efficiency in controlling illegal points within the production process. 
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